This article considers the current state of help with funeral expenses in Britain. It argues that assistance has been progressively and deliberately eroded to the point where the famous 'from the cradle to the grave' protection of the welfare state has been removed from increasing numbers of poor people. The article sets these developments within the context of the contemporary British funeral industry, with emphasis upon its treatment of less-well-off consumers. The changing nature of social security provision for funeral expenses is traced in detail, including the actions of the incoming 1997 Labour government. This article investigates the public health role of local authorities in the case of burials, concluding that such services are insufficiently robust to meet the new weight placed upon them. The article ends with a consideration of the impact which these different changes produce in the lives of individuals upon whom they have an effect.
pursued in secrecy. Michael Portillo (1994) declared the first to be 'a revolution', in which the state would be left doing 'only the things which it alone can do'. The Department of Social Security (1995) described the second as an approach which eschewed means-testing in favour of 'changing the conditions of entitlement to benefit'. Taken together, the argument of this article suggests that the resulting system of social security is no longer one which fails to help through neglect or accident, but one which proceeds, through a deliberate targeting of certain individuals, to place them beyond the safety net.
The discussion which follows will attempt to demonstrate these techniques in action through an investigation of the help which the poorest citizens might receive at a time of acute need -that of death and bereavement. Four main areas are addressed here: a brief consideration of the current state of the British funeral industry in relation to the poorest consumers; an account of the changing help available through the social security system; an investigation of the impact upon other services which such changes engender and a discussion of the impact which all three areas produce upon the individuals concerned.
The welfare state famously began with a commitment to promote and protect the well-being of its citizens 'from the cradle to the grave'. Beveridge (1942, p. 151) put it simply; ' All people when they die need a funeral.' In a single sentence summary of the Social Insurance and Allied Services Report, funeral costs were explicitly included. The public were to be offered, 'a scheme of social insurance against interruption and destruction of earning power and for special expenditure arising at birth, marriage and death ' (p. 17) . The taint of a pauper's grave was thus to be removed through social insurance. Provision would be universally and unequivocally made for the costs of a decent burial. So unambiguously did the Beveridge settlement appear to have resolved the problem of funeral costs that a recent review of social policy research in death and dying could discover no other single report into the issue in the post-war period (Walter 1993) .
This article investigates the state of provision in Britain today. It draws on an investigation of the impact of changes in Social Fund provision for funeral expenses in Wales, conducted during the autumn of 1996 and the spring of 1997. This work was conducted on behalf of the Wales Local Government Anti-Poverty Forum and involved a postal survey of all local councils in Wales and personal interviews with local authority officers responsible for funeral services. Field work in relation to the current state of the funeral industry was conducted mainly in South Wales. The subject provides an additional useful insight into policy development because it formed an early test of the incoming 1997 Labour government's attitude to provision once in government. The impact of social policy changes have to be understood, however, in the context of wider developments within the funeral industry and it is to this area that this article now turns.
T H E I N D U S T RY I T S E L F
Contrary to the image of quietly spoken reassurance which characterises the funeral business' projection of itself to the public, the industry is one which is riven by internal disputes, fissures and hard-nosed commercialism. Essentially, the industry is over-supplied. There are 600,000 funerals conducted each year in Britain but the annual number of deaths is declining, and will continue to do so until at least the second decade of the next century. For funeral directors, this means that costs have to be recouped, and profits made, from a shrinking market. The average charge made for each funeral has to rise, if the industry is to maintain its commercial position.
Against this background, the pattern of supply has altered significantly over the past ten years. The British funeral industry has traditionally been characterised by a plethora of small-scale firms, often of a 'family' nature, in which strictly commercial considerations were balanced by some notions of public service and loyalty to a particular locality. Only the Co-operative Funeral Service has operated on a different basis, with a large-scale network of provision. The general position of the industry has placed small firms, in particular, under pressure. Into that destabilised context has come an aggressively acquisitive international firm, Service Corporation International, a Houston (Texas) based group, which has become the world's largest funeral operator. In Britain, following the acquisition of the second and third largest indigenous funeral companies, the Great Southern Group and the Plantsbrook Group, as well as a far larger number of individual family concerns, SCI now control some 15 per cent of funeral homes across the UK, producing a total of more than 550 outlets. When the state is confined to only those items which the market cannot deliver, then the operation of that market in relation to the poorest consumers warrants the closest scrutiny. Three relevant areas of concern -monopolisation, commercialisation and diversification -have been identified in the current state of the industry.
Monopolisation
Service Corporation International has a history, within the United States, of concentrating upon city areas. The urban concentration strategy of the company, however, means that the proportion of total funerals which it conducts is higher than its proportion of outlets, and in particular locations has led to an effective duopoly, in which SCI and the Co-operative Funeral Service have the whole of the market. An investigation by the Monopolies and Mergers Commission (1993) required SCI to divest itself of individual funeral director firms in ten localities and not to buy up any further firms in these localities without prior government approval.
Concentration of ownership in a few commercial hands denies individual choice and leads to an ability to control prices. In Wales, the city of Cardiff may stand as an example of the effect which monopolisation can take. From 1 April 1996 to 31 January 1997, figures supplied by the Cardiff County Council show burials and cremations undertaken under the direction of fifty-three different firms. In fact, this apparent diversity disguises the presence of only four owners. When the different firms are consolidated into the two main groups the Co-operative Funeral service emerges as conducting 34.4 per cent of all burials and cremations and SCI 33.4 per cent. The Monopolies and Mergers Report applied a test of 25 per cent of funeral business within any area as representing a threat to competition. On that basis the apparently competitive position in Cardiff stands exposed as failing that test in almost every instance.
Commercialisation
SCI is a commercial organisation with an explicitly profit-orientated agenda. Its crematoria employ memorial staff who are instructed to follow up every family leaving ashes at one of its facilities, first by letter and then by phone call. The sales pitch is consistent: it plays upon the feelings which a bereaved person might have that the absence of such items might be interpreted as meanness, or lack of respect for a loved one. Recent examples of 'new concepts in memorial keepsakes' are to be found in the Heirloom Pendant Collection favoured by an American competitor of SCI and featured in the January 1997 issue of the Funeral Service Journal. The collection includes, 'a series of fine jewellery pendants, inside of which a small amount of ashes or a lock of hair can be sealed for ever'. The pendants will cost between £1,200 and £6,300 and will be sold exclusively through funeral homes. The same issue of the journal records disquiet in the Streatham district of London at SCI's attempts to sell memorial plots straight after funerals. The brochure sent to bereaved relatives by the company's Chichester crematorium contains a verse which, for its combination of mawkish sentimentality and attempt to prey on vulnerable sensitivities, deserves quotation:
Scatter me not to restless winds Nor toss my ashes to the sea. Remember now those years gone by When loving gifts I gave to thee. Remember now the happy times The family ties we shared. Don't leave my resting place unmarked As though you never cared. Deny me not one final gift For all who come to see A single lasting proof that says 'I loved and you loved me.' Diversification Attempts to sell memorial plots did not exhaust the entrepreneurial enthusiasm of the Streatham industry. Residents of the same area were also offered special Christmas deals on 'pay before you die' schemes. The growth in pre-payment -or pre-need, as they are often called within the industry -funeral plans represents the third issue of social welfare significance in this area. These involve paying a fixed sum at the time of purchase, in order to cover the costs of a funeral when that becomes due.
Pre-paid funerals are amongst the most strongly growing areas of the funeral business. In Britain, it is estimated that £150 million is currently held within such schemes, covering some 150,000 plans. The Office of Fair Trading has estimated that this will rise to more than £500 million within five years. The industry is wholly unregulated and has attracted adverse publicity through the collapse of some companies which have ceased to trade or honour the payments which have been made to them. The Office of Fair Trading issued a critical report of pre-payment plans in May 1995. Its director general, John Bridgeman, called on the government, 'to legislate without delay ' (Office of Fair Trading, 1995) . In fact, the Department of Trade and Industry responded reluctantly to the report. It appeared unwilling to support any move to regulation and, instead, issued a consultation paper. Responses from organisations such as the Association of Burial Authorities and the National Consumer Council urged new legal safeguards to protect buyers who, in the words of the Council, 'are often elderly and sick'. No action had taken place by the time of the May 1997 general election. In the meantime, serious questions remain for vulnerable individuals who may find their intended security disrupted by market failure or by the inadequacy of the plan to deliver all its expected benefits.
In summary, the current state of the British funeral industry is charac-terised by uncertainty and flux. The most rapid trends are towards monopolisation, commercialisation and, in the case of pre-payment plans, diversification. Many of these developments are intrinsically inimical to the interests of poorest consumers. The absence of external regulation of the industry means that uncertain recourse -or no recourse at all -exists for those who interests are most in need of protection. In contradistinction to the trend suggested by Mr Portillo, the effect of relying upon the market means that the support available through the state at time of death takes on a new and sharper significance.
At the establishment of the welfare state, two sources of help were available to meet the cost of a funeral: the universal Death Grant and some discretionary help for those in greatest need through National Assistance. Beveridge had suggested a Death Grant of £20 for each adult, a sum which was 'reasonable to meet the necessary expenses of a decent funeral' (Beveridge, 1942, p. 159) . The Death Grant was intended to rationalise and replace the plethora of small-scale industrial assurance schemes which had mushroomed during the interwar period. By 1938, it has been estimated, there were more than 100 million such policies current in Britain (Calvert, 1978, p. 248) . These policies were held with friendly societies and commercial insurance companies. They provided minimal coverage, but sufficient to 'avoid a pauper's funeral' (Fraser, 1984, p. 165) . In fact, as Brown (1995, p. 16) suggests, prior to National Insurance, these policies continued to represent 'the buoyant part of the market' as far as the companies were concerned. State 'interference' in provision had long been resisted by them. The socialising of risk through universal insurance, however, meant that decency in death could be guaranteed. If £20 would be insufficient, wrote Beveridge (1943, p. 159) , 'there would be no difficulty in providing a larger grant, as the contribution required is small'. Since those optimistic days, the universality of the benefit has been undermined and its usefulness almost wholly eroded by failure to uprate in line with rising prices. By 1978 it could plausibly be suggested that the Death Grant had, 'come to rank as one of the foremost contenders for restrictions and eventual abolition ' (Calvert, 1978, p. 248) .
At the same time, changes were introduced to payments available through the means-tested arm of the social security system. The incoming Conservative government of 1979 amended the whole supplementary benefits scheme, cutting back on discretion -and entitlement -and emphasising regulation. One immediate effect was to restrict Exceptional Needs Payments to supplementary benefit claimants only. Far from cutting back on demand, however, the provision of a clear set of rules and entitlements led, at a time of deep economic recession and burgeoning unemployment, to a sharp increase in the take-up of Single Payments, as they were now known. In 1981, the first year of the new regulations, 11,000 single payments towards funeral expenses were made, rising to 13,000 in 1982 and escalating further thereafter.
It was against the background of this continuing rise in expenditure, that the Social Fund was introduced in 1988, following the Fowler Reviews of the middle of that decade (for a more detailed understanding of the arguments which surrounded the establishment of the Fund see, e.g., Meacher, 1985; Cohen and Tarpey, 1988) . In a major reorganisation, supplementary benefits disappeared, to be replaced by Income Support, and the range of discretionary additional Single Payments which supplementary benefits provided were swept away, to be replaced by the Social Fund. The universal death grant was duly abolished. Three circumstances only were left in the 1988 reforms which, provided a claimant could bring her or himself within the rules, would lead to an automatic, as-of-right, payment. These three were cold weather payments, a maternity grant and a payment to meet the costs of a funeral. Despite the general context of cutback and deterrence, therefore, the specific identification of benefits for this purpose illustrates the continuing force which the twin poles of cradle and grave continued to exercise over policy makers. Even when other payments were so fiercely under attack, the basic decencies of ensuring help at the time of greatest vulnerability, of birth and death, remained embedded within the system.
Despite the deterrent nature of the Fund (see e.g., Huby and Walker, 1991; Craig, 1992; Becker, 1997 ) the onset of a fresh economic recession in the years immediately after its introduction served to force up the numbers of people obliged to make claims to it. In 1988/9 40,000 individuals were given help with funeral expenses from the Fund, at a cost of £18 million. In 1991 about 50,000 claims were made and awarded. Just under £30 million was paid out at a rough average of £600 per claim. By 1993/4 the numbers had risen to 72,000 and the payments to £63 million. The average award had risen to £924.
There is a deep perversity at the heart of social security policy, as it has been practised in Britain over the past twenty years. It is this: governments devise systems, normally set out with the rhetoric of entitlement which disguises a rationing purpose. When individuals respond to that rhetoric, claiming benefits according to the ever more complicated rules which have been set up, governments respond, not by congratulating them-selves on the success of their schemes, but by attacking the rules which they themselves have established. It was in just this way that help with funeral expenses came under attack from Peter Lilley at the end of November 1994. He told the House of Commons that:
I shall be limiting the grant paid through the social fund for funeral payments. Levels of payments for funerals through the social fund have grown by 6 per cent a year above inflation. Funeral payments cover the whole cost, so funeral directors can force up costs to customers on social fund, knowing that they are unlikely to obtain better quotes. (Peter Lilley MP, Hansard HC, vol. 125, col. 1208 , 30 November, 1994 The government's own Social Security Advisory Committee (1995) objected to the draft regulations:
we have been presented with no evidence that a simple but dignified and respectful funeral could be provided universally in the United Kingdom for £875 or less. In many areas the cost would be considerably higher and a national ceiling of £875 will leave a large number of poor people with a considerable shortfall in their funeral bills.
Indeed, according to a recent independent study, costs have risen by 15 per cent over a three-year period for a cremation, moving to £1,024 for cremation. For a cemetery burial, costs have risen by 38 per cent to £1,523. General inflation over the same period amounted to 7 per cent (Manchester Unity Friendly Society, 1996) .
No account was taken of these views, or those from other sources, other than, as suggested by Trevor Buck (1996, p. 291), the legal adviser to the Social Fund commissioner and inspectors, through further cuts in the original proposals. By September 1995, the new set of more restrictive rules were being applied to Social Fund funeral payments. The system under which the Benefit Agency would meet all reasonable costs of a funeral was swept away and a cap of £500 was placed on funeral directors' fees payable through the fund. A number of further additional costs could also be included, such as fees to a minister. At the same time a new priority order was established for determining who can be a person 'responsible' for a funeral. A global maximum of £875 was established, as the most which the fund would pay for all items. The DSS claimed to have reached this figure by averaging out payments over the previous period. In fact, in one of those statistical sleights of hand which had become characteristic of government declarations in social policy areas, the amount paid out had been divided by the total number of claims madeboth successful and unsuccessful. The inclusion of those who had received no help at all had the effect of reducing the average amount apparently paid to those who were entitled. The figure thus represented a greater cut in the help which any individual claimant might expect to obtain.
The September 1995 changes attempted to reduce expenditure still further through the introduction of new rules concerning the person 'responsible' for a funeral. Where the deceased had one or more close surviving relatives a new 'ability to pay' test was to be applied. In a first step, Benefits Agency staff were to establish whether or not the contact of a close relative was equal to, or greater than, that of the claimant. If that question could be answered in the affirmative then the claimant was to be refused a payment provided the other relative was either not in receipt of a qualifying benefit or had more capital than the claimant above the appropriate disregard for her/his age. The actual willingness of that other relative to undertake responsibility for the funeral was not to be taken into account. The DSS process of 'changing the conditions of entitlement to benefit' was well underway.
The combination of the cap on funeral directors' expenses and the 'ability to pay' rule produced a reduction in help available from the fund from £63 million in 1994/5 to £47 million in 1995/6, exceeding government targets for cutbacks. Not only were fewer people receiving help, the average payment to those able to obtain assistance had fallen from £924 to £791. Once again, the target of a reduction to £875 had been exceeded. Expenditure on funeral payments fell by more than 25 per cent between 1994/5 and 1995/6.
Encouraged by this success, the minister decided to act again. In November 1996, he announced a further series of changes to funeral payments from the fund, to take place as from 1 April 1997. The average payment now being made stood at £791. The Department of Social Security press release, however, declared that, 'changes to the social fund funeral payments scheme will see payments increased from £500 to £600'. What had actually happened was the abolition of the distinction between funeral director payments and other costs, and the imposition of an overall ceiling of £600, some 25 per cent below the average payment being made in the present financial year. The 'increase' announced in the headline of the DSS statement turned out to represent a minimum anticipated saving of a further £4 million.
At the same time, further changes to the 'liable relative' rule were introduced. From 1 April 1997, if a relative can be found who is not on benefit, then an application will not be allowed from an individual who is a claimant. Put simply, if the Benefit Agency comes to believe that the costs of a funeral could be laid at the door of a relative who is not eligible for Social Fund help, they will not make any payment to anyone who is eligible. This means, in an example chosen by one national newspaper, that a lone mother would be denied help with the cost of a child's funeral if the father of the child is traceable and not claiming benefit. Commenting on that example, a spokesperson for the DSS said that it would be 'unreasonable' to act otherwise (Guardian 2.11.96). Equally, someone who has cared for an elderly and ailing parent for many yearsand who as a result of taking on those caring responsibilities comes to rely on state benefits -can be denied help with funeral expenses if the Benefit Agency can identify another sibling who is not on benefit, even if that person has not been in contact with the parent for many years.
Once again, the fact that the Benefits Agency is able to identify some other relative who is not a claimant does not mean that any such relation will have to pick up the bill. It simply means that the Benefits Agency will refuse to meet a Social Fund application. The government estimate that 7,000 people who would have been able to get help in 1996/7 will not be able to get help after April 1997, as a result of these changes.
L A B O U R I N O F F I C E
When the Labour Party was in opposition it regularly questioned and opposed the developments outlined above. In government it was presented with an early opportunity to respond to these concerns in practice. In the House of Lords on 12 June 1997 a move was made to annul the regulations which had brought the April changes into effect. Moving the proposal, Lord Beaumont of Whitley quoted Citizens' Advice Bureaux evidence to the Social Security Advisory Committee. The CAB service had characterised the new immediate family member test as 'cruel and arbitrary', citing a South Wales case in which a funeral payment had been refused to a single parent on income support in order to meet the costs of her mother's burial. The father, who had been arrested on suspicion of murdering the mother and confined in a mental hospital from which he had absconded, was said by the Benefits Agency to be 'a close relative who could reasonably be expected to pay' (Hansard, 1997 (Hansard, , cols. 1032 . Viscount Falkland drew attention to the particular issues which the changes pose for homosexual partners at a time when 9,500 AIDs-related deaths had occurred in Britain. The social security system does not recognise gay relationships and makes partners, as a result, ineligible for payment where anyone on the immediate family list might be identified. In a significant number of such cases, the viscount suggested, the ineligible claimant would be 'living with a partner of which the family is ignorant, and of whom they would wish the family to remain ignorant'.
Only the former social security minister, Lord Mackay of Ardbrecknish, rose from the Conservative benches to defend decisions taken 'before the unfortunate event of the general election'. It was better, he argued, that the Benefits Agency should 'look around to see if there was a close member of the family who was not receiving benefit', than risk families looking for a potential claimant in the same circumstances. The Citizens Advice Bureaux, he said, 'seem to make a great habit of finding the hardest imaginable cases that exist'. He remained in 'absolute agreement' with the regulations as amended. For the government, Lady Hollis replied. Her speech relied heavily on a civil service brief which had barely varied with the change of government. Combining a creative use of arithmetic and an imaginative approach to individual circumstances, it was unconvincingly claimed that the regulations could result in a payment in excess of £3,000. The new regulations provided for 'greater flexibility to the family in disposing of the money', even though the minister recognised that death of a close family member might be 'a worrying and upsetting time for people who do not always feel able to "shop around"' in order to obtain a 'decent price' in such circumstances. While very willing to keep the 'matter under review', the minister ended with a point which she regarded as conclusive: 'your Lordships will be aware of the government's commitment to the electorate to live within the previous administration's expenditure plans and these savings conform to it. I therefore ask the House to accept these regulations. ' The approach adopted in relation to funeral payments does not stand alone in Labour's early policies in relation to poverty and benefit matters. Across a broad front, policies which had been vigorously condemned in opposition -such as the Job Seeker's Allowance and Incapacity Benefit, to identify but two major examples -were now to be left intact, or their most criticised features reinforced in other parts of the benefit system. The immutability of public expenditure ceilings established by the Conservatives was thus reinforced by an adherence to previously prevailing attitudes towards the most needy recipients of that expenditure.
L O C A L AU T H O R I T I E S : P O W E R S , R E S P O N S I B I L I T I E S A N D R E S P O N S E S
In the House of Lords debate Lord Beaumont had asked the government to outline the position 'if no one was available to take responsibility'. Lady Hollis provided an assurance that 'the local authority takes responsibility if there is no person in the immediate family who is liable to do so' While the answer avoided the central issues -which are to do with willingness and ability to pay, not liability to do so -it did suggest a course of action which was closely investigated in the Welsh research. Under the Public Health (Control of Diseases) Act of 1984, a local authority is required to provide a burial or cremation service in circumstances where 'no suitable arrangements for the disposal of the body have been or are being made otherwise than by the Authority' (section 46 subsection 1).
Evidence collected in Wales reveals two major and direct impacts which the Social Fund changes have produced upon local authority services in Wales. Officers report a noticeable upturn in the number of enquiries about help from local councils in meeting funeral costs. There is evidence that, in some cases at least, this is the direct result of encouragement from the Benefits Agency and from funeral directors. The Benefits Agency's own advice document (Benefits Agency, 1995) included a paragraph headed in capital letters HELP FROM THE COUNCIL. It says 'the local council has a duty to bury or cremate a dead person if no other arrangements have been made'.
There is evidence, from some councils at least, that increasing enquiries have turned into an increase in the number of burials for which local authorities have to assume responsibility in these circumstances. In the most striking example, the records of one authority show two 1984 Act burials in 1995/6 and twenty-two in the year 1996/7. The level of service which local authorities provide at this point is variable. Some authorities approach this duty with sensitivity, determined to provide a service which has no less dignity or consideration than would be afforded to any other individual. Others report very different responses, including some which would not be out of place in a Dickensian novel: 'They get a pauper's grave, opened to the minimum, with no exclusive right of burial and with no sort of memorial. ' The direct impact of alterations in the Social Fund meet a number of other important social policy developments which add to the significance of these changes for local authorities. The new demands which authorities face come not only from individuals left with no other resort, but from changes in patterns of institutional social care. One of the strongest themes in the responses to the survey in Wales has been a widespread concern at the increased demand for 1984 Act burials from nursing and residential homes for older people. The separation of 'social' and 'medical' care has moved many such individuals out of hospitals and into the commercial market. 'Care in the community' then means, for many older people, that they end their lives in institutions paid for by the state and without the comfort of relatives or friends (Jack, 1991; Seale, 1995; Harding et al., 1996) . Reports received from council officers suggest a mixed picture of resulting provision. Many reports were of residential homes anxious to do their best for individuals whom they knew as people and to prevent distress amongst other residents. Some were of homes ill-equipped physically and in terms of staffing to cope with the relatively rare occurrence of death. Others, however, were straightforward accounts of a commercial sector left with a product which had ceased to be an asset and determined to write off that loss as soon as it could be shifted to someone else's account. More than one authority reported being telephoned by residential homes before the death of an elderly resident had taken place, with pressure applied to make arrangements for removal on the grounds that a bed could thus be released for a new and paying customer.
L O C A L AU T H O R I T Y R E S P O N S E S
The provisions of the 1984 Act are not a safety net. They do not provide a framework within which local authorities can be expected to pick up the pieces which have been created by the deliberate diminution of other systems. Yet, that is the position in which authorities are already beginning to find themselves. How do they respond? It is the sobering experience of the research carried out for this article that they react for the most part by adding to, rather than diminishing, the sense of distress and acute exclusion which individuals experience at this most vulnerable time. Three distinct ways may be identified in which local authority practice itself may now be adding to the destruction of that sense of social security which that sense of never being abandoned from the cradle to the grave was meant to bring about.
Pass the problem
Within some councils a game of Chinese boxes goes on in which individual departments invent ways of passing responsibility from one arm of the authority to another and acting as if each department was hermetically sealed from another.
'Someone was found, after several days, dead alone in their house', I was told by someone working within an environmental health department, 'so we were contacted.' 'What did you do?' I asked. 'I phoned the housing, because it was a council house'. 'What did they do?' 'They phoned the Social Services.' 'Why did they do that?' 'Because they thought he had a social worker.' 'What did they do?' 'They phoned for an ambulance.' 'Why did they do that?' 'Because then it would be up to the Health people to see to it.' Housing, health, social services and environmental health departments: three of these directly provided by local councils and, since the 1996 local government reorganisation in Wales, all part of the same unitary authority. There are good examples in Wales of these different services coming together to provide a coherent and co-ordinated approach to the responsibilities considered in this article. There are a greater number of examples, however, of councils in which the energies of their constituent parts are taken up not with addressing the needs of poor people but with avoiding costs falling upon themselves. Not only are such ways of working unhelpful in themselves, but they are also in direct contradiction of anti-poverty strategies, the development of which has consumed much recent energy within the same authorities. Such corporate anti-poverty strategies call, for example, for all council policies to be tested against their impact upon poorest members of the community, or for service delivery to be coordinated against that objective. As far as the subject matter of this paper is concerned such strategies appear to have made little practical impact in the majority of authorities surveyed.
Terminology
An individual who finds her or himself obliged to look for help from the council -with all the resonances of the 'parish' which this entails -is likely to be put in touch with the authority's 'Pollution Control Officer', as the 1984 Act arrangements provide. Councils are public bodies, used to dealing with the technical, legal and jargon-laden shorthand through which public business comes to be conducted. It is easy to lose a sensitivity to the impact which language can have upon those who are not part of these proceedings. To be informed that a request for help will be met according to the 'Standardised procedure for the burial of destitute persons' or met by the provision of a pauper's grave can only be to confirm in the mind of the listener that she/he has been cast out of that circle of civilisation which binds the rest of us together.
Individual workers
Requests for help from desperate and distressed relatives are dealt with by individual council workers. The majority of departments in Wales responsible for 1984 Act burials have no funds whatsoever from which to meet the costs involved. In the past the number of such burials may have been so small that it was possible to accommodate the expenditure from other budgets or by informal methods such as drawing on the good-will of a local funeral director to act at no cost. In the circumstances outlined here such ad-hoc strategies are breaking down. In some authorities this seems to have led to tactics which border upon deception. Enquirers are told that the council does not provide services and referred back to the Benefit Agency from whence a number, at least, have already been rejected. Only the determined and the desperate return through the rigours of such a rationing regime. Even the best authorities, however, with officers determined to treat people with dignity and respect, find themselves trapped into deterrent tactics where, by implication and innuendo, enquirers have their sense of shame at resorting to the council increased, and the gap between what a loved one might deserve and what the council might provide opened up to the point where almost anything might appear preferable. Officers in this situation are trapped between the devil of adding to the problems of the cash-starved local authority and the deep blue sea of adding to the distress of the bereaved. They speak to individuals maybe once. They work for the council for what may be many years. It is not a dilemma which is likely to be resolved regularly in favour of the former.
The changes reported here produce profound impacts upon individuals. There are implications, for example, for the physical and mental wellbeing of those individuals for whom the ordinary rites of immediate mourning and burial -with the cathartic effects which these entail -are so distorted by the difficulties which this paper records (see Littlewood, 1993 for a review of recent literature in this regard). There are, moreover, direct implications for the available incomes of the poorest citizens who find themselves without the help which is urgently needed at a time of distress. There are also those wider family members who find themselves, without any forewarning or expectation, suddenly held responsible for the burial of a relation. Even where this responsibility is not clouded by acrimony or complicated by lack of contact, the unexpected financial burden may be acute. It is not to be supposed that all such individuals then become claimants against local authority services. Rather, the evidence which this inquiry has received from local authority officers, is of individuals in both sets of circumstance falling back on personal indebtedness in order to protect the dignity and the memory of a family member.
Poor people, of course, get treated differently in the marketplace than other customers. The Manchester Unity Friendly Society report (1996) quoted earlier found that 70 per cent of funeral directors surveyed sent out their invoices immediately after the funeral and that 10 per cent offered a discount for prompt payment. In many ways, as an industry, funeral directing is unique in providing a service in advance of any money changing hands. It has, as a result, an understandable need to protect itself against bad debt. In a commercial risk assessment, individuals who rely on the Social Fund may well appear as less reliable in this respect than others. This assessment turns into discriminatory treatment which forms part of the petty humiliation which is implicit in the status of claimant in late twentieth-century Britain.
An example of this is to be found in the practice of one Cardiff firm which provides a particular service to clients thought to be able to claim from the fund. The firm has a special information sheet which it makes available to individuals in these circumstances. It is a sensitive and informative document which would assist the reader. It makes it clear which items the Social Fund would and would not include and offers an opportunity to add to these items by, in its own words, 'using the DSS payment as a grant towards the overall cost of the service and paying the balance necessary to provide the funeral service that you want'. In bold lettering, however, this additional information then follows: 'We can advise you of these additional costs, which must be paid in advance of the funeral occurring. ' The document explains that this course of action is necessary 'to protect you from debt'. It also, of course, protects the supplier.
In the terms adopted in this paper, such individuals do not find themselves beyond the safety net only in the sense that the framework of state provision has been withdrawn from them. The courses of action which they then have to pursue in order to repair that loss are themselves likely to increase the fragility of their hold on social stability. Such considerations are particularly to the fore during significant rites of passage. The American sociologist of death and dying, Michael Kearl (1989, p. 95) , goes as far as to suggest that:
Perhaps weddings are overrated as social events. It is at funerals that you meet the widest spectrum of people, where you see how many lives can be touched by a single individual. The funeral is the finished picture of a person, providing a ritual occasion when one reflects on the successes and shortcomings of a concluded biography.
For funerals are not only occasions of private grief and mourning. They are also, as Kearl suggests, dramatisations of 'the economic and reciprocal social obligations that extend from the family to the community and from the community to the broader society'. And in our society, monetary expenditure is the most visible expression of the sentiments which the bereaved pay to the deceased. Such visibility, at these times, is all the more significant for individuals who feel their position within society to be marginal and under threat. In the American context, Kearl (1989, p. 283) reports, 'The tendency of lower-class families to provide their members in death the dignity … that they did not receive in life has contributed to the growth of a multibillion dollar industry.' People who have not been accorded dignity in life need to seize it with particular urgency at times of death.
In terms of local authority provision this leads to a particular paradox. There are an increasing number of examples, albeit a relatively small minority in Wales, of local authorities providing and promoting services designed to meet a wider variety of needs and preferences than are catered for within the traditional funeral industry. Such services include the provision of reader-friendly information leaflets and specific information about a variety of choices such as green funerals and woodland burial. They also provide a relatively simple and respectful service at low cost. The Cardiff County Council, for example, provides a City of Cardiff Funeral Service which costs £650 in the case of cremation and, in the words of the Council's publicity material, 'represents excellent value for money'.
During the inquiries which lie behind this article, the failure of those who might benefit most from such services to take advantage of them formed a repeated, and puzzled, theme in the responses of those who have worked hardest to develop such services. In the words of one officer, use of his cut-price service was confined to, 'people who bring granny in the back of the Volvo'. The explanation suggested here is sociological, rather than psychological. 'Cheap' funerals may be a genuine choice for people who do not feel their whole social situation to be cheapened by a set of other assaults upon their citizenship. For poor people, the impact of such circumstances is quite different. The pressures to provide an expensive ceremony do not derive only from the need to reaffirm personal relationships with the deceased. Rather, the ceremony has a social significance of particular importance, reaffirming the meaning and purpose of a life where such qualities have been called into question.
C O N C L U S I O N
The help which is available in relation to funeral expenses from the social security system has been progressively eroded over the past ten years. Both in terms of cash and in terms of eligibility, the scope of assistance has shrunk to the point where the famous promise of the welfare state must surely be regarded as broken. In the argument of this article, these changes have not occurred as a result of accidental fraying of the safety net. Rather, particular categories of individual have been knowingly and deliberately removed from the scope of assistance. In the market place such individuals find an industry which is increasingly inimical to their needs and, in a number of important ways, directly harmful to their interests. For increasing numbers of individuals and families, therefore, help at the time of death and bereavement has to be looked for elsewhere. While some local authorities have worked hard to develop a sensitive and affordable service, the majority continue to provide an unhappy backstop, ill-equipped to meet the demands which are devolving upon them, and most likely to act in ways which add to the deterrent impact of earlier encounters with the benefit system. Individuals are left, at great personal cost, to carry the burden which previously had been shared communally through the provision of the welfare state.
